Protective immunity and granulomatous inflammation is mediated in vivo by T cells reactive to epitopes common to avirulent and listeriolysin-negative mutants of Listeria monocytogenes.
The ability of several listeriolysin O-negative mutants of the EGD and NCTC 7973 strains of Listeria monocytogenes to activate specific T cell responses in vitro and in vivo was determined. T cell lines from different inbred mouse strains and derived T cell clones elicited by L. monocytogenes, strain EGD, which are able to adoptively transfer protection and granuloma formation were examined. Specificity testing revealed no differences between listeriolysin-positive and -negative strains to induce proliferation of the T cell lines and clones. Similar results were obtained when we examined CD4+ T cell-mediated granuloma formation in the livers of mice previously immunized with viable bacteria of the virulent strain. Granulomatous inflammation could be elicited by iv application of heat-killed bacteria of listeriolysin-positive and of -negative bacteria. Protective immunity to listerial infections and granulomatous inflammation therefore appears to be mediated by T cells recognizing epitopes on listerial antigens that are shared by both pathogenic and nonpathogenic Listeria strains.